
Reflections from Iraq

          FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE    October 15, 2007   
      CONTACT: Jared Cordes     (202) 225-5235
 
        
      "Reflections from Iraq"

By Congressman Allen Boyd (D-FL)

  
        
      

Recently, I had the opportunity to lead a bipartisan congressional delegation (CODEL) to Iraq to meet with our troops and get a firsthand look at our military operations and Iraqi security, political, and economic conditions.  As someone who has worn the uniform in Vietnam, I thought it was important for me to get on the ground and talk with our soldiers, our generals, and the Iraqi leaders about the obstacles and opportunities confronting our men and women in uniform and the Iraqi government.  I had many reflections following the CODEL to the Middle East, and while I am more convinced than ever that our troops are performing at the top of their game, this trip also confirmed my belief that we must require the Iraqi government to step up and provide security for their own country.

Flying into theatre on a C-130 with American soldiers going into combat brought back many memories for me of my experience in Vietnam almost 40 years ago.  I was buoyed by the enthusiasm of these young men and women, and seeing the outstanding work they are doing under very difficult circumstances brought me face-to-face with why America is the greatest country in the world.  I was encouraged to find that the morale amongst our troops is very high, and the developments we have made in Iraq are due to the strength and the dedication of our military.

This trip reinforced my belief that our problems in Iraq do not lie with our military; they lie with our policy and with the Iraqis themselves.  This was evident while I was touring a market place in the Rashid district of southern Baghdad, an area that is still known to be very dangerous and violent.  Our soldiers, in many cases, are out on the frontlines literally policing the streets of Baghdad and refereeing a civil war in Iraq.  Our troops are performing a function that is typically left up to local police and is not a standard military role, and it is certainly not a sustainable long term role for our military.

After the market place tour, the CODEL met with General David Petraeus and Ambassador to Iraq Ryan Crocker.  I could not have been more impressed with these two men, and there is no doubt that they are the best and the brightest.  General Petraeus candidly addressed my concerns that our military is acting as a police force in Iraq.  General Petraeus explained that while we have had some success in training individual Iraqi security forces, the Iraqi government has been unable to develop the infrastructure and logistical support necessary to manage and organize these forces.  Iraqi Prime Minister Nouri Al-Maliki reiterated this concern and admitted to our group that the Iraqi government is having a very difficult time organizing a functional government due to the conflicts between the political sects and the inherent tribal nature of the Iraqi people.  These assessments and my own observations have reinforced for me that it is not possible for our country to solve Iraq’s internal and sectarian differences—differences that have plagued their people for over a thousand years and differences that they seem no closer to resolving.  

The most troubling reports from this trip are the strain that our continuing conflict in Iraq has had on our military readiness.  General Petraeus acknowledged his concerns that our military forces have been stretched thin by current operations in Iraq and that currently we would be unable to respond to another serious conflict if we needed to do so.  This disturbing fact was confirmed at every stop I made and echoed by every soldier I met.  

Our country is making a major investment in Iraq, not only in U.S. casualties and injuries, but also in taxpayer dollars to the tune of $2.5 billion a week.  The Administration must rethink how we are using our resources and our assets so that we can fight terror more effectively, and we must require the Iraqi people to provide their own security on the ground.  Also, this Administration must recognize that our conflict in Iraq has extended our military in a way that could be seriously detrimental to our country’s national security interests.  

Additionally, this Administration has not put enough emphasis on the diplomacy and political persuasion necessary to achieve stability in Iraq.  The U.S. State Department must engage in robust diplomacy with Iraq’s neighbors in the Middle East to address the Iraq conflict.  Iraq’s neighbors have a substantial stake in Iraq’s future, and by engaging these countries and opening up avenues of diplomacy, we can lead a collective effort to bring stability to the region.

There are no perfect solutions in Iraq, but we can address the challenges we face if we do so together as Americans, not as Democrats or Republicans.  For this reason, our CODEL included Democratic and Republican members of Congress so that we can foster a bipartisan dialogue to deal with our most difficult and pressing foreign policy issue.  We all agree that bipartisanship equals progress, and we will only be able to resolve the situation in Iraq if we find areas of common ground and work together.  It is my sincere hope that this bipartisan CODEL and similar efforts to promote bipartisanship in Washington will begin a new era in which Congress can join together to put pressure on this Administration to turn control of Iraq to the Iraqis, bring our troops home, and develop a long term strategy that is in the best interests of our country.
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